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THE PHILOSOPHY OF DOOYEWEERD:
A TRANSCENDENTAL THOMIST APPRAISAL
Hugo A. Meynell

In this article, I intend to give an account of the Calvinist philosophy of
Hennan Dooyeweerd, and to evaluate it from the point of view of a transcendental Thomist. After a brief introductory sketch of Dooyeweerd's thought, I
shall take up in turn his view of the bearing of Christian faith on epistemology
and science; the relation of his 'new critique' to the critical philosophy of Kant;
his conception of 'ground-motives' of thought and their ineluctable conflict;
and the implications of his thinking for morality and the ordering of society.

Quite apart from its intrinsic interest, which I hope will become clear to the
reader, Dooyeweerd's philosophy is influential in evangelical Christian circles in North America. A volume has appeared of admiring yet not uncritical essays on his work. 1 But the two most important factors in
Dooyeweerd's intellectual milieu, the Dutch neo-Calvinism of which
Abraham Kuyper is the most famous representative, and the German philosophy of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, both make
him alien to most North American and British readers."
In this paragraph and the following, I shall give a summary of
Dooyeweerd's thought as I understand it. It is the human subject that is
the source of theoretical thought, both in the sciences and in philosophy.
Now the human subject is essentially religious, and her religion will permeate every aspect of her life, thought and action.' This religion will either
issue in submission to the God revealed in Christ; or become focussed in
, apostasy'4 on some substitute for God which is in fact a part or aspect of
the divine creation. But such a focus of the religious subject, the 'heart', on
any aspect of creation, gives rise to ' dialectical' tensions which are by their
nature incapable of resolution. This may be illustrated by two of the four
'ground motives'5 of Western civilization, the 'form-matter' scheme which
derives from the Greeks, and the 'nature-freedom' scheme which has
largely prevailed in the last few centuries. 6 The Greeks divinized either the
chaotic elements of nature (matter), or else the order that might be imposed
upon them (form). In modem times, there has been a corresponding
,dialectical' conflict between the cult of a nature which is subject to strict
determination by scientific laws, and that of an unrestricted human freedom. The notion that the human mind can be ' autonomous', in the sense of
free from determination either by true faith or by apostasy, is an error
which is central to this modem humanism.? A third 'ground motive', typiFAITH AND PHILOSOPHY
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fied by Roman Catholic thought, seeks to achieve an impossible 'synthesis's
between the Biblical view and that of the Greeks;9 the essential instability
of this way of thinking is shown by the breakup of the medieval scholastic
synthesis in the fourteenth century.1O
The biblical 'ground-motive', which is to be distinguished sharply from
the others, is that of the creation of the world by God, and the fall of
humanity and its restoration in Jesus Christ. Under the sovereignty of God,
each element and aspect of the world and human existence finds its due
place; there is thus no need for the conflicts which must inevitably ensue
when one part of the creation is effectively worshipped at the expense of
another. Science, tedmology and the advance of civilization in general are
all to be encouraged as aspects of the service of God. The' antithesis'
between the kingdom of Christ and that of this world is fought out not
only between the Church and the avowed forces of secularism, but within
every human 'heart'; the philosophical expression of this conflict is the
struggle between the biblical 'ground motive' and the others. Scientific
reductionism is to be avoided, as is excessive veneration of science itself;
however, God's creationallaw demands that each aspect of reality - the
physical, the biotic, the historical, the 'pistical' (that pertaining to faith) and
so on, be studied and (where appropriate) developed. One corollary of this
is 'sphere-sovereignty'll in society; in opposition to totalitarianism, the
State must respect the rights of science, the arts, business, and the family to
exercize their appropriate and divinely-ordained authority within their
respective spheres.
Most Catholic thinkers, in the tradition of Thomas Aquinas, would
insist, in opposition to Dooyeweerd, that one may discover and apply
norms which are implicit in the functioning of the human mind as such,
but make no explicit reference to God or Christ. However, by following
these through, one may find sound arguments both for the existence of
God and the acceptability of the Christian faith. 12 God is that infinite intelligent will whose intelligence accounts for the intelligibility of the world,
and whose will accounts for the actual sort of intelligibility that it is progressively found to have - in terms of oxygen rather than phlogiston, in
terms of electrons, protons and neutrons trather than Democritean atoms,
in terms of special relativity rather than a luminiferous aether, and so on
and so on. This Being turns out to be one and the same as the God revealed
progressively through the history of Israel and climactically in the words
and deeds of Jesus Christ. It is sometimes added that the story of Jesus's
life captures the human symbolic consciousness which otherwise is apt to
be led astray by myth. 13
There has been a tendency in Catholic thought to separate what may be
called 'the philosophy of God', which aspires to set out what can in principle be known about God without appeal to special revelation, from theology as such, which accepts such revelation among its premisses.
Contemporary Catholic thinkers, on the other hand, have often deplored
this separation, and I believe they have been right in doing so; its effect is
to impoverish both theology and the philosophy of God, and to encourage
the notion that the God of religion is quite other than the 'God' whose existence could supposedly be established by philosophical argument. The dis-
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ciplines in question should be kept distinct, to be sure, since it is undeniably
one thing to expound Christian doctrine systematically, another to provide
reasons, which do not assume what they have to prove, for believing that
there is a God. Thomas Aquinas may be cited as an authority for this separation; but this is wrong. The Summa Thcologica is by no means divided into
one philosophical and another theological part - though it does make a
distinction between what can be established on general philosophical principles (like the existence of God and the immortality of the soul), and what
presupposes divine revelation (like the doctrines of the Incarnation and the
Trinity).14 I think that Dooyeweerd would approve of the later Catholic attitude on this matter, but would feel that it did not go far enough. If it had
gone far enough for him, Catholic thinkers would have had to repudiate
the kind of argument for the existence of God of which Aquinas' 'Five
ways' are representative, as a necessarily fallacious attempt to use principles of 'immanence philosophy' to make a case for Christianity. For
Dooyeweerd, a philosophy has to be Christian totally, explicitly, and from
the start, or it cannot be properly Christian at all. A recent paper by Kai
Nielsen is called 'On Being a Secularist All the Way Down.' Dooyeweerd
and his followers make a point of being Christians all the way down, and
would object to most Catholic philosophers, including Aquinas, on the
grounds that they are not.
What the Catholic tradition and Dooyeweerd have in common is
mainly this: (a) Christian faith; (b) insistence that it is God not humanity
that is responsible for the intelligible order of the world; (c) opposition
to reductionism; (d) affirmation of culture and the best of modernity.
But the differences are no less important. The Catholic tradition has
developed philosophies which are theoretically independent of theism
or Christianity, but which culminate in a natural theology and a
Christian apologetics. Dooyeweerd, however, was implacably opposed
to all 'immanence philosophy' IS which is built up in any sense independently of God and God's revealed Word. 16 Again, Dooyeweerd regarded his' ground-motives' as totally incompatible with one another; for
Catholic philosophy, they may be transcended, and affirmed each in a
qualified way, by a sufficiently comprehensive and radical philosophy.
In marked contrast to the Catholic tradition, Dooyeweerd anticipates a
large proportion of contemporary analytic philosophers in repudiating
foundationalism. 17 Antifoundationalism is certainly fashionable at present; but, at first sight at least, it has some disadvantages. Among other
things, it is apt to create a ghetto mentality, where people talk seriously
to one another only when they already share basic convictions. Certainly,
the last form of foundationalism that prevailed among analytic philosophers, logical empiricism, was demonstrably inadequate;18 it was also
notoriously atheistic in its implications. It may be remarked that
Dooyeweerd's attitude to epistemology is typical of classical
Protestantism,19 for which the effects of the Fall may appear too radical
for human beings to be able to set up philosophical principles, at least
ones bearing on the question of God, that are independent of God's
revealed Word.
One might roughly schematize the relevant differences as follows:
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Theist

Atheist

Foundationalist

The Catholic
tradition

Logical Positivist

Anti-foundationalist

Dooyeweerd
Standard postmodernist
(classical Protestant)

I have found some unfavourable references to Karl Barth in
Dooyeweerd's work. 20 And yet, to Catholic eyes at least, the flavour of his
fundamental position is very Barthian. In effect, for Dooyeweerd as for
Barth, belief cannot argue with unbelief, but only preach to it; and the basic
doctrines of the faith are premises, never conclusions, to arguments. 21
For Dooyeweerd, human reason, if it does not submit at the outset to
divine revelation, will be enslaved by some apostate 'ground-motive'. The
Catholic tradition, on the other hand, holds that the use of reason is and
ought to be intrinsically independent of special revelation; though it would
concede that just reasoning is itself an effect of the operation of the grace of
God. As to the view that no satisfactory foundations for human thought
can be set out, a Catholic might urge 22 that the right kind of foundationalism can be defended on the ground that its contradictory is self-destructive. One cannot coherently deny that one ever speak., the truth, or that one
tends to do so by having good reason for what one says; and to have good
reason for what one says, and therefore to tend to speak the truth, is nothing other than saying it as a result of the attentiveness to experience, the
intelligence in envisaging possibilities, and the reasonableness in judging
that that possibility is so which is best corroborated by the evidence, which
are the foundations of knowledge. The practical implications of this position are the very opposite of the ghetto mentality. Every attentive, intelligent and reasonable person can be usefully invited to the discussion of
what is so, and what ought to be done about it. But to discuss honestly and
thoroughly itself turns out to be due to conversion by divine grace.

1. Christianity, Epistemology and Science
Dooyeweerd was engaged in a lifelong struggle against what he
regarded as the pretended autonomy of theoretical thought, whether in
philosophy or in the sciences; he believed this really to be an uncriticallyadopted prejudice.23 For him the fact is, as Hendrik Hart has put it, that
theory, via the theorizing person, originates in religious commitment, in
our self's deepest ultimate motivation.'24 It is the person who uses her intellect; and her other characteristics and concerns, particularly her orientation
to or away from God, determine in a very radical way how she uses if.2S
Dooyeweerd wished to subject 'theoretical thought' to a 'new', that is, postKantian, critique; and the subject on which that critique is founded is maintained by him to be the religious ego which he identifies with the biblical
'heart' .26 Dooyeweerd said that it was his rediscovery of the 'heart' in this
biblical sense which enabled him to break free from the neo-Kantianism
and phenomenology which had dominated his own earlier thought. It is
I
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the 'heart' in this sense which survives bodily death.27 God's image in
humanity implies 'the radical religious unity of an ego (the heart) in which
the totality of meaning of the temporal cosmos was to be focussed on its
Origin.' 2, The religious 'ground-motives' which operate from the 'heart'
direct every aspect of human life and thoughV" either in deference to
God's revelation in Christ, or in apostasy from it. 31J Evidently, to construct
one's philosophy from this point demands a revolution in thought at least
as radical as that due to KanUl
Dooyeweerd insistently rejects those traditional types of dualism which
divide the human being into a higher and a lower aspect. As he sees it, the
Greek or humanist' ground-motive' is clearly apparent in the 'dichotomist'
conception of the relation of body and soul, which 'is dominated either by
the motive of "matter" and "form" or by that of "nature and freedom".'32
His aspersions on scholasticism with regard to this matter would certainly
apply to the Catholic tradition in general. '(N)owhere in the scholastic
vision of human nature is there a place for the Biblical revelation of the
heart as religious centre and radix of temporal existence. Therefore,
Thomistic scholasticism could proclaim the autonomy of natural reason in
the 'natural sphere' of knowledge, without being aware of the fact that in
so doing it handed philosophy over to domination by another religious
motive.'33 However, Dooyeweerd talks of the 'heart' (or soul, or ego, or Iness), as 'simple' 'indivisible', and 'immortal', and of our 'supertemporal
selfhood';14 as opposed to the body which is its field of expression, and partakes of temporal diversity.3s One who differed from him might wonder,
whether at that rate he is not introducing by the back door the very dualism that he has so conspicuously ejected from the fronU 6 But many modem Catholic thinkers might be said to approach Dooyeweerd in his strictures on the 'faculty psychology' attributable to some scholastics/7 and in
his insistence that it is the one human subject, more or less converted, who
uses her 'intellect' to assess how thngs are, and her 'will' to act accordingly.
And they might take Dooyeweerd's insistence on the unity of the 'heart' as
a salutary reminder, that what we desire or strive for in the depths of ourselves is liable to affect what we are disposed to think or believe.3s
As Dooyeweerd sees it, there is a radical and fundamental' antithesis' or
dividing-line between obedience and disobedience to God, the 'two central
mainsprings operative in the heart of human existence.'39 In practical
terms, the line runs between those who acknowledge the Lordship of
Christ, and seek to implement it through the whole of their lives, and those
who do not. But it must be insisted, as Dooyeweerd often reminds us, that
the division runs through each human heart, rather than just between different groups of people. 40 The religious impulse which permeates all
human life must inevitably direct itself either towards God or towards
some creaturely and therefore idolatrous substitute:!
In fact, so far as Dooyeweerd is concerned, the doctrine of rational
autonomy, and the 'foundationalism' in which it issues, is a consequence
of that deification of reason which is such an important strand in the apostasy of Western culture. 42 'A Christian philosophy: on the other hand,
'must not hesitate to accept the "offense of the cross" as the cornerstone of
its epistemology'; in spite of the fact that, '(b)y so doing, it consciously runs
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the risk of being misunderstood, and dogmatically rejected.'43 It might be
protested that a person could properly be a committed Christian witout
bringing the matter into her account of the theory of knowledge, or into
her scientific studies. But Dooyeweerd would deny the claim in both cases.
He is also opposed to the widespread view that science does best on its
own, without philosophical interference. As he sees the matter, all scientific work is really committed to a philosophical, and so indirectly to a religious stance."" From the place of the 'heart' in the cognitional process, it follows that '(s)cientific thought is religious in its innermost depths ... The scientist is a man (sic). In his heart he has made a religious commitment. He is
not neutral with respect tro the "facts" that he encounters, for his interpretation of them is prejudiced by his pre-theoretical religious commitment.
He believes that they are created "facts" or non-created.'45It is due to rationalism and positivism, that so many people have been misled into the prejudice that science is without prejudices:"
In expounding Dooyeweerd, J. M. Spier writes: 'As Christians, we may
not divorce our theory of epistemology from our religious faith.'4? But
according not only to the Catholic tradition, but to many Protestant
thinkers as well,48 there is an important sense in which we must do just
this; though it will turn out in the last analysis to be none other than the
God revealed in Christ who is operating within us so far as we follow
through the process with complete honesty, consistency and rigour. Such
an approach has the advantage, a Catholic might urge, of providing an
area where belief may argue with unbelief as well as preach to it, and
where devotees of all religious faiths or of none can join in such argument.
True scientists who are atheists tum out to be magnifying the honor and
glory of God in spite of themselves, and indeed to be serving God, perhaps
better than some of their explicitly Christian colleagues, so far as they use
their talents to the best of their ability.
From such a perspective, it would be in a sense true, and in a sense false,
to say that a person's Christian commitment should affect her work as a
scientist or mathematician. On the one hand, if Christianity means anything, it should affect all of one's activity in the world. But surely, on the
other hand, a Christian does not employ the differential calculus, or study
the behaviour of the Norway rat, any differently from an unbeliever.
Perhaps it is useful to ask the question, in what sense and in what way a
Christian's commitment should affect her scientific work. A Catholic might
respond to the question rather as follows. Christ is the Lord of the universe, and of life and death; but he has no thematic business in epistemology any more than in mathematics. However, he should certainly be existentially involved in both. What part might one suppose that St. Paul's
Christian faith had in his tent-making business? I take it that it made him
as good a tent-maker as he was able to be, and scrupulously honest in the
business of selling the tents that he had made. On the other hand, the skill
of choosing the right sort of material, and the craft of fashioning it into
tents that were good rather than merely saleable, would have been just the
same for St. Paul as for any other conscientious tent-maker of his time and
place. The moral may easily be applied to the mathematicians and scientists of our contemporary world.
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Spier writes that '(t)rue science does not claim to be self-sufficient, but
recognizes that it has a God-given task to open reality theoretically in order
to magnify the honor and glory of God.'49 A traditional Catholic could
firmly endorse this remark, but I guess that she would be liable to gloss it
somewhat as follows. The scientist, in doing her work competently and
conscientiously, is glorifying God whether she knows it or not. The theologian can show her that she is doing so, and that in two ways: by demonstrating that implicit in the principles underlying her work are the assumption that the world has a certain overall nature and structure, and that this
is best accounted for by the existence of something like what all call God;
and by expounding what God has in fact revealed in Christ of the divine
nature and purposes. The former may be called the way 'from below
upwards', the latter the way 'from above downwards.'so It is characteristic
of classical Protestants to deny that the supposed way 'from below
upwards' is viable, due to the corruption of human nature by original sin.
For the Catholic tradition at large, sin is indeed apt to corrupt the natural
processes of human reasoning; yet, by the grace of God, these may be followed through in such a way that the Christian faith is commended, without being presupposed.
In what sense, if any, can it reasonably be claimed that science is without prejudices? A transcendental Thomist would insist that in one sense it
is without them - as the real expression of the comprehensively critical
epistemological principle that one ought to be as attentive, intelligent, and
reasonable (to use Bernard Lonergan's terms)" as possible. That is to say,
genuine science is a matter of attending to all the evidence available on any
question; of envisaging as wide a range of hypotheses as possible that may
account for the evidence; and of affirming in each case the judgment which
does best account for it (as opposed to that which is in accordance with
one's own wishes or ingrained intellectual habits, the convictions of one's
peers or paymasters, or whatever). It is only by contrast with this principle
that a prejudice is a prejudice in the pejorative sense. The transcendental
Thomist would add that the ability and willingness to follow through this
principle, what Lonergan calls 'intellectual conversion,'52 is itself due to the
grace of God. In another sense, science very often has prejudices; for
instance, when individual scientists, or non-scientists or whole communities in the name of science, barge uncritically into epistemology, metaphysics, ethics or theology. As to the connection of philosophy with science, she would say it is one thing to employ scientific method effectively,
another to spell out what it is, and the general conclusions which follow
from this about the nature and structure of reality. The former is the task of
science, the latter of philosophy. The scientist should follow her method
without interference; when she fails to do so, other scientists or philosophers can usefully point it out.
Apparently Dooyeweerd would deny what may seem obvious at first
Sight, that some people can teach others the principles of good reasoning,
and scientific method in particular, while prescinding from the question of
whether the Christian faith is true. If they can, then presumably one can go
on to ask the question, 'On the basis of such good reasoning, is there a case,
or is there not, for or against the existence of God or the truth of the
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Christian faith?' Thinkers in the Catholic tradition, like most atheists,
would maintain that the question can be asked and answered on the basis
of rational principles, though the parties would disagree with one another
as to what the answer is; for Dooyeweerd, it cannot properly be so asked or
answered. To say that it can is to be committed to the foundationalism
which is rejected not only by Dooyeweerd, but by very many contemporary analytical philosophers.
Their opponents, however, would argue rather as follows. It would certainly seem at first sight that the ability and willingness to reason properly
is as such neither intrinsically faithful nor intrinsically apostate, nor such
that from the very first one has to plump for the one option or the other.
First-rate scientists may be Christians, or indifferent or hostile to
Christianity. In point of fact, people who try to cool their heads and reason
justly on these matters tend to be disposed either in the one direction or in
the other; but this is a slightly different matter. And one might, if one had
always been an atheist and thought there were good reasons for being so
and against being a theist, be influenced, at least slightly, by arguments
which showed that one's previous reasons for atheism did not work, or
what one thought was good or conclusive evidence for atheism was not
really so. For example, one might be an atheist, perhaps with some regret,
partly on the grounds that positivism was true; in which case, arguments
that positivism could not possibly be true might nudge one a little towards
becoming a theist or a Christian. Or, of course, it may happen the other way
about; as in the case of people who, whether rightly or wrongly, honestly
cannot see that there is any way round the problem of evil for the theist.
The following question might be put to Dooyeweerd. Is it not the case
that, if he were correct, there would be no such thing as the honest seeker,
who is perhaps attracted to theism or Christianity, but wants to be assured,
and on the traditional Catholic view is right to do so, that she would have
good reasons for embracing it? There seem at first sight to have been
many earnest individuals, especially in the last two centuries or so, who
have wanted very much to be Christians, but have been convinced, often
with considerable anguish, that they cannot square it with their intellectual
conscience - say, due to the problem of evil, or to the historical and scientific errors of the Bible being apparently incompatible with its status as in
any sense the inspired Word of God. Are such people really to be
described as 'apostates'? I think Dooyeweerd might reply, with Pascal, that
the honest seeker would not be seeking God, unless in a sense she had
already found God.
A transcendental Thomist like Lonergan would strongly agree with
Dooyeweerd that the human subject is at the base of all philosophy or scientific theory, and that this subject confronts God in acceptance or rejection of
his grace. She could also endorse Dooyeweerd's appeal to the importance of
our direct experience of ourselves as subjects.53 But she would mount an
attack on scientism, materialism or Kantian subjectivism on the basis of an
epistemology which is theoretically independent of her Christian theism,
and which she would invite others to share on the basis of their own experience of themselves as subjects and reasoners. Lonergan himself maintains,
in a way that Dooyeweerd would not, that the self itself can be theorized.
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He would say that we can have experience of ourselves as experiencing,
understanding and judging subjects; and we can theorize and judge ourselves to be such, and accordingly reject all philosophies or conceptions of
science which logically imply that we are really no such beings.54
In their accounts of the development of specifically Christian thought,
Dooyeweerd and the Catholic tradition differ along the lines that one
might expect from what has already been said. For Dooyeweerd the rot
started early, as the early Fathers corrupted the Christian ground-motive
with essentially alien elements derived from Greek thoughU5 The attempt
made by Augustine, to philosophize more strictly in accordance with the
Christian ground-motive, did not really come to fruition till the
Reformation. 56 'In an unsurpassed manner Calvin expounded in his
Institutio the authentic Christian conception of Augustine which made all
knowledge of the cosmos dependent on self-knowledge, and made our
self-knowledge dependent upon our knowledge of God.'57 A Catholic
thinker might maintain, on the contrary, that technical language, which
was invented by the Greeks, was properly employed by the medieval
Scholastics to recast Christian faith as a systematic whole, in order to
demonstrate its internal coherence and to relate it to the rest of human
knowledge. The same Greek achievement, when applied to the understanding of the phenomena of the natural world, has issued in the marvels
of modem science. Thus according to Lonergan, the Fathers of the fourth
century used a technical device to meet an emergency; Arius had made the
logical point, that Christ could not be both Creator and creature strictly
speaking, and inferred that he was really a creature. Against Arius, the
Fathers of Nicea affirmed that Christ was strictly divine just as the Father
was, and so homousios with him; they coined this technical term in order to
answer a question that was not and could not have been asked by the first
generation of Christians. But once technical and non-Scriptural terminology had been let into the formulation of Christian doctrine, there was no
stopping the process, nor ought there to have been.58
For Dooyeweerd, the attempt to blend Greek and Scriptural ideas fell
apart at the end of the Middle Ages, and man without God began to be
proclaimed by the writers of the Renaissance, then more explicitly by the
Enlightenment humanists. The Reformation, more or less consistently,
chose the revelation in Scripture. Catholic thinkers, on the other hand, are
apt to aim to revise and renew the medieval synthesis59 from the standpoint of a comprehensively critical philosophy which does not presuppose
the Christian revelation, but issues in an embracing of it. In their view, for
all their scientific ignorance, neglect of historical method, and incidental
errors of other kinds, the best medieval thinkers, especially Aquinas, got
the overall nature and structure of being roughly right, and so were able to
make real progress in elucidation of what God had revealed in Christ.
II. Contrast with and criticism of Kanf6°

It will be seen from what has been said that the Catholic tradition rejects
as firmly as Dooyeweerd, though for rather different reasons, the Kantian
view that the intelligibility of the world is due to the operation of the
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human mind. For both of them, it is due to God. Also, both of them call,
and in not dissimilar ways, what may be called the Kantian bluff. Does the
world as it is progressively revealed to our intelligent theoretical inquiry
exist prior to and independently of us and our minds, or does it not?
According to Kant in some moods, the answer is, that it does not; the intelligible aspect of the world is imposed by our own minds in coming to
understand it. In other moods, he seems to dismiss the question as senseless or unanswerable.'" The Catholic tradition and Dooyeweerd are at one
in firmly maintaining that the intelligible aspect of the world, what
Dooyeweerd would identify as its conformity to law, does exist prior to
and independently of our minds;"2 although, as I have already tried to
show, they would give rather different reasons for this. I think a
Dooyeweerdian would say that some Catholics, especially transcendental
Thomists, base their philosophy too much on epistemology, thus running
into the danger of a subjectivism that derogates from objectivity and the
prerogative of God as Lawgiver of nature. A transcendental Thomist
would reply that it is the special merit of her own position, to be able to
give full scope to subjectivity without in any way impugning objectivity as
properly understood. 63 She might acknowledge that the intelligible nature
and structure of the cosmos are splendidly affirmed in terms of 'law' by
Dooyeweerd and his school. 64
Dooyeweerd and the transcendental Thomists both agree with Kant that
there is an a priori component in knowledge. Dooyeweerd regards this as
'firmly established in the divine order of creation'; which would certainly
be agreed to heartily by a transcendental Thomist. However, the latter
would not reject so unequivocally either the older 'metaphysical' view of
the a priori due to Plato and Aristotle, or the 'theoretical epistemological'
view of Kant. 'The former', in Dooyeweerd's view, 'utilizes a form-matter
schema which impoverishes and misforms the richness of reality by deifying either form or matter.'65 As for Kant, he deifies the knowing subject by
making her the creator of the world. 66 A transcendental Thomist would
deny that any kind of deification of form or matter is necessarily implied
by adoption of the form-matter schema, which she infers directly from her
epistemology. In applying their minds to experience, human subjects
comes to know of a hierarchic world of 'forms' each imposed on the 'matter' of lower levels of the hierarchy; the 'form' being what is to be grasped
by intelligence inquiring into experience (as appears obviously to be confirmed by the manner in which the scientific specialties of physics, chemistry, biology, sensitive psychology, and so on, are related to one another).
She would agree with Dooyeweerd that the apparently chaotic elements
of nature appear in a different light when seen in the light of divine creativity and providence; but, if one believes in God, it seems that God has
thought good to create a world in which the orderly is imposed on the relatively chaotic (which itself, of course, in every case has an underlying
order) at least roughly in the manner described by Aristotle. The two viewpoints are also at one in their hostility to reductionism. For Dooyeweerd,
God imposes a succession of 'laws' on creation, some of which presuppose
others, as the chemical presupposes the physical, and the biotic both the
physical and the chemical. For the Thomist Aristotelian, the creation simi-
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larly consists of intelligible states of affairs dependent one on another.
Transcendental Thomists have seemed to many, including some traditional Thomists, to sell the epistemological pass to Kant;67 but Lonergan's
followers at least would say that this is a crucial misunderstanding.
Certainly, on his view, the a priori in knowledge is a matter of the attentiveness, intelligence and reasonableness of the inquiring human subject.
The Kantian 'thing in itself', as Kant's Idealist successors saw, is in the last
analysis chimerical, as an alleged 'reality' which is not to be grasped by
intelligence and affirmed by reason. The intelligibility of the world exists,
in spite of Kant, prior to and independently of what is imposed on it by the
mental operations of the inquiring human subject, and is a salient reason
for believing in the existence of God.

III. The Dialectic of 'Ground-motives '68
In the first volume of the New Critique, Dooyeweerd argues at length not
only that all philosophy has presuppositions arising from the philosopher's faith-commitment, but also that' all immanentistic philosophy' (i.e.,
philosophy not explicitly submissive to the true revelation of God in Jesus
Christ) 'struggles with the basic antinomy of pitting (one) part of creation
against another.'69 This is exemplified both by the Greek ground-motive of
matter and form, and the modem ground-motive of nature and humanity.
For Dooyeweerd 'matter' is the amorphous chaotic flow that underlies all
life, worshipped in primitive Greek and much pagan religion; 'form' the
order that civilization imposes, represented in Greece by the gods of
Olympus.'o The modems on their part are prone to divinize either the free
human spirit, or the deterministic system of nature, with its iron laws,
apparently revealed by science. Both these ground-motives must be rejected as radically antithetical to that constituted by God's revelation in Jesus
Christ; and the issue must be seen to be one of religious faith. Dooyeweerd
remarks that if reason really were autonomous, you would expect members of opposed philosophical schools - Thomists, Kantians, phenomenologists, idealists and positivists - to convince one another, rather than
withdrawing each to their own positions after a 'simulated combat'.7l
For the kind of transcendental Thomism that is represented by
Lonergan, the basic intellectual task is not so much a choice between what
Dooyeweerd would call the ground-motives, as 'developing the positions'
and 'reversing the counterpositions'72 to be found in each of them. A rigorous epistemology, which is not of itself explicitly either theistic or
Christian, will justify a properly-understood form and matter dichotomy/3
and will reveal the dilemma between human freedom and deterministic
science to be based on a mistake. Furthermore, as we have already seen, it
will provide rational grounds for affirming the existence of God, and
embracing the Christian revelation.
As Dooyeweerd sees it, 'There is no relationship between Descartes'
and Augustine'S Archimedean point.'74 But an opponent of his might
protest that it is obvious to a degree that there is such a relationship, for
all that Dooyeweerd's conviction of the difference between the 'groundmotives' influencing the two writers prevents him from admitting it.
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Both Descartes and Augustine are concerned with the refutation of scepticism, and consequently with what Wittgenstein described as the hinges
on which doubt turns;" Augustine pointing out that one cannot doubt
except in relation to some assumed truth, Descartes that there cannot be
doubt without a doubter.
From a Catholic point of view it may well appear that Aristotle, common
sense, science, and in effect Dooyeweerd himself, all really agree that the universe consists of a hierarchy of 'forms' each imposed on an underlying
'matter', as the chemical depends on the physical, the biological on the
chemical, the human on the biological, and so on. Dooyeweerd splendidly
describes the human task as being to actualize what otherwise would be
mere possibilities in the divine creation. As C. T. McIntyre remarks, this has
a very Aristotelian ring to it, for all Dooyeweerd's protestations to the contrary.76 One might argue that all the difference is made by the fact that what
might otherwise seem an Aristotle-like scheme is placed by Dooyeweerd
firmly under divine sovereignty; but, of course, just the same could be said
of the vast number of medieval thinkers, including Aquinas, who sought to
adapt Aristotle in the service of a doctrine of divine creation which would
not have been acceptable to Aristotle himself. For the view that 'form' or
'matter' have an underlying religious significance for Aristotle, there seems
to me no evidence whatever - except that it must be so, if one is to apply
consistently Dooyeweerd's theory of' ground-motives.'
Dooyeweerd and Catholic thought at large both object, as any
Aristotelian would, to 'reductionism', the idea that each level of 'form' is
really reducible to the lowest, in accordance with physicalism or eliminative materialism. But as one might expect, they have different reasons for
the objection. For Dooyeweerd, the error in reductionism is to neglect the
revealed fact that God has made each thing after its kind;?7 for the transcendental Thomist it is to overlook the epistemological fact that each level
of being is to be grasped by acts of understanding peculiar to itself.7s
The philosopher Leibniz looked forward to the time when, if any matter
was in dispute, people would be able to say, 'Let us calculate', and so
resolve their differences. While this is evidently an impossible ideal as it
stands, something a little less ambitious might be feasible on the basis of the
foundations of knowledge as conceived by transcendental Thomists. It
might be suggested, to the contrary, that empiricism and idealism, for
example, are opposed to one another in such a way that no compromise is
possible. But the reply could easily be given, that each emphasizes a necessary component in knowledge; that empiricism over-stresses the role of
sense-experience, idealism that of constructive intelligence, if one is to come
to make the true and well-founded statements in which knowledge properly speaking consists. 7" If it is absurd (as indeed it is) to say, as idealists may
appear to do, that the world consists in nothing but the figments of our
minds, at least a great deal of mental construction is necessary if we are to
get to know it. Rontgen and Dirac did not get where they did by just staring
at the facts and letting them sink in. And, perhaps, is not the fact that the
world is to be got at by our mental constructions in this way, a sign that
something analogous to our minds, in fact, as Aquinas would say, 'what all
call God', is at the basis of it? As to arguments between Thomists and
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Kantians, a transcendental Thomist like Lonergan would contend that
Thomists can be shown, by epistemological arguments, to have a metaphysical position which is basically correct, though they usually do not spell
these arguments out;sn whereas Kantians make the fundamental mistake of
supposing that 'things in themselves' might somehow be other than what
may be known through umestricted attentiveness, intelligence, and reasonableness. sI Similar points could be made about other cases of deep philosophical disagreement. Dooyeweerd's view is of course fundamentally
opposed to such a possibility of members of radically different philosophical schools, and atheists and theists, arguing together on the basis of a common rationality, as would be recommended by Lonergan. He would in fact
regard belief in the existence of such a neutral rationality as a delusion. One
is always either in submission to the Word of God, or in apostasy from it.
That the underlying' ground motives' are different is proof for
Dooyeweerd that 'the supposed Aristotelian-Thomist traits in Leibniz's
philosophy' cannot be what they appear to be; though Leibniz himself
made such a claim for them, and points in this direction by frequently
alluding to what he calls the 'perennis philosophia.'82 The considerations
that I have been advancing in the last few paragraphs, based on a transcendental Thomist rather than a Dooyeweerdian dialectic, suggest that Leibniz
may have been right. Again, Catholic philosophers might urge that there is
greater similarity between Thomism and later humanisms than
Dooyeweerd's account of religious 'ground-motives' and their conflict will
let him admit; and that the' dialectic' within and between them is to be
resolved in terms of epistemology and the advance of science without benefit of special divine revelation. But for all that, it is worth weighing carefully the claim of Dooyeweerd, that Leibniz's view was based on the fundamental error, of failing to take account of the fact that the ground-motive
underlying his own thought was fundamentally opposed to that which
was operative in Thomistic Aristotelianism. And the same applies to what
appear to be the similarities between Thomistic and later humanisms. 83 It
might be added that all such views are based on some kind of foundationalism, which many contemporary philosophers concur with Dooyeweerd
in arguing to be impossible.
There is undoubtedly a tension between the ideal of the freedom of
humanity, which uses science as a means of controlling the external world;
and the fact that that very science may seem to demonstrate, by its implication of ineluctable causal determination, that such freedom is an illusion. 84
But a transcendental Thomist would plead that the antinomy may be
resolved by its own internal development, without explicit acknowledgement of either theism or Christianity. The rise of statistical and probabilistic
methods in science, during the twentieth century, shows that the old bogy
of scientific determinism and its implications for human freedom can be
laid to rest.'s Human freedom, nature as lawful and to some extent controllable, and the form-matter schema, can all be correlated on the basis of
a comprehensively critical philosophy; and the whole can be shown to be
open to the Christian revelation. The 'ground-motives' which Dooyeweerd
regards as opposed to the Christian revelation can be aufgehoben, as Hegel
would say, rather than repudiated. A completely rigorous humanism, for
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Lonergan, comes to acknowledge the flaw in humanity, and so embraces
the solution for this flaw which in fact has been provided by God in the
Christian dispensation.
In common with many modem philosophers, Dooyeweerd repudiates
the traditional metaphysical category of 'substance', which he stigmatizes
as infected by the form-matter religious ground-motive. s6 But there is some
question whether Dooyeweerd does not implicitly concede what he explicitly denies, as when he writes: 'God has made concrete things, ... structural
unities which we experience as totalities with their own typical natures.'
Such a thing is more than a mere sum of its properties. When we speak of a
table, a tree, or a family, 'these words point to various individual things
each of which displays a constant structure which determines its unity.'
One may argue that this topic of 'things' is just what has been dealt with by
traditional philosophy under the rubric of 'substance.' But Dooyeweerd
insists that, while this term has been used in various senses, none of them
are acceptable to a Christian philosophy 'because they all imply that an
ultimate fast point is to be found within the created cosmos.'87 It may be protested
that such an objection to the concept of substance is merely verbal, but
Dooyeweerd maintains that this is by no means the case. Substance-talk is
just one more example of the error that was described earlier, of maintaining some parts or aspects of the temporal order 'to be self-sufficient, thereby depriving them of their meaning and character, so that they no longer
point to God, the Foundation of all things.'
In Aristotelian and medieval Thomistic philosophy, according to
Dooyeweerd, the concept of substance is employed in order to discover the
'essences' of the 'soul' and of the 'body.'sS In Protestant thought, these last
are usually thought of 'as two hypostatized complexes of relative, arbitrary, temporal functions which it deprives of all meaning. To be meaningful a temporal function must be directive in character and must point away
from itself to Christ from Whom it derives significance.' Such ways of
thinking give rise to insoluble pseudo-problems about the relation of the
'soul' to the 'body'; and furthermore obscure 'scriptural teaching concerning the heart or soul of man.' The upshot of all this is that '{t)he philosophy
of substance is apostate philosophy.'89 The correct view of individuality
can be found by philosophy only 'if it abandons the concept of substance
and recognizes that nothing within the cosmos subsists in itself.'90
Some, like H. Steen in Philosophia Deformata, have accused Dooyeweerd
and his followers of not taking account of the self-sufficiency which is
proper to creation; and even of tending to pantheism in their recognition
of God as 'the sole substance, the sole Fast Ground.' They urge 'that the
notion of substance is necessary to insure that the creation is independent
of the Creator'; and they identify substance-hood with created self-sufficiency. All these criticisms are rejected by Dooyeweerd, who insists that
the proper independence of creation is ensured by his own account of
'structures of individuality.'9!
Dooyeweerd's hostility to the idea of substance is related to his very original conception of creation as constituted through and through as 'meaning';"2 the only being to which this does not apply is God. The world reveals
its creaturely nature through its 'universal character of referring and
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expressing';93 everything refers beyond itself to the 'heart' and to God as origin. So the meaning, value or purpose of things is not as it were something
added to them as 'substances' or 'facts'.94 This seems a magnificent expression of the conviction, common to all who believe in the doctrine of creation, that all created reality refers back to God, and that creation is in the
final analysis nothing but God's self-expression. But one may still wonder
whether it is not possible fully to do justice to the idea of creation as divine
self-expression, while yet maintaining what is essential to the doctrine of
substance - for example, that brownness (an attribute) cannot exist apart
from things (or substances) like horses which may be brown, whereas horses themselves are not dependent in just this kind of way.
There is an interesting parallel in Dooyeweerd's conception or creation
as 'meaning' to Lonergan's transcendental Thomist view, that a fully critical philosophy must maintain that the real world is 'mediated by meaning'
to us, rather than being the object of naive extroverted consciousness. One
might summarize the matter by saying that for Dooyeweerd creation is
meaning, dependent on God; whereas for Lonergan, reality, including
God, is actually or potentially mediated by meaning. 95
IV. Morality and Society

What are the implications of Dooyeweerd's thought for how we should
live our lives as individuals, and for the social and political order? Human
life for Dooyeweerd is religious through and through, in the sense that it is
all a matter of service or disservice to God;96 faith is merely one of the ways
of being religious, 'in which', as James Olthuis puts it, 'the intrinsic spirituality of all of life receives explicit and concentrated focus.'97 None of our
properly human activities is to be thought of as intrinsically higher or
lower than any other; our emotions and our sexuality are as religious as
our thoughts and our spiritual beliefs.9s Hart puts it that for Dooyeweerd
'(p)rayer is no more religious than calculating the square root of some
number.'99 It would be easy to dismiss this as mere conceptual inflation; a
critic might say that if everything is religion, then nothing is. But I think
this would be a mistake; by such a use of language, Dooyeweerd forcefully
brings out how we may effectively serve God, or rebel against God, in all
our human activities. lOO
Dooyeweerd enthusiastically affirms the best of modernity, as maya
fully coherent and integrated Catholic philosophy. On one of the most
splendid pages in Method in Theology, Lonergan brings out the connection
between faith and progress on the one hand, and resistance to decline on
the other. ILl! Dooyeweerd would heartily have endorsed the passage. One
might have supposed that the strong classical Protestant strain in
Dooyeweerd, with its emphasis on the radical nature and dire effects of the
fall of humanity, would tend in the opposite direction; but this is by no
means so. While indeed all efforts to justify and articulate Christian faith
'from below upwards' are ruled out, this is by no means incompatible with
an endorsement of the best efforts of the secular human spirit once that
faith is accepted.
It has been said to be central to the Calvinist worldview, and is certainly
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true for Dooyeweerd, that 'Christianity is not alien to natural life, but
rather seeks to renew it from within in order to reinstate it to its proper creational place and function.' God has imposed upon each type of thing, in
virtue of its creation, a law to which it is subject and to which it must conform if it is to function properly. Dooyeweerd follows Kuyper in emphasizing what they call the 'cultural mandate', which they infer from the
divine command that we are to subdue the earth;102 humanity is to actualize possibilities latent in creation. Where the later modalities of creation are
concerned, human action is required to make actual what would be otherwise merely potential. 103 The progress of science and industrialization, the
building of cities, and the proliferation of types of social institution, are all
to be seen in this light. 104 Both for Thornists and for Dooyeweerd, it is the
positive duty of Christians to promote such enterprises, while correcting
the distortions to which they are subject due to the wayward and rebellious dispositions of the human heart. Thomists, however, for reasons
already given, would be less resistant than Dooyeweerd to the prima facie
Aristotelianism of such talk of the actualization of potentialities. For the
Catholic tradition at large since the Middle Ages, the balance of reason and
experience in Aristotle's philosophy makes his thought the most satisfactory of the systems of the ancient world.
Dooyeweerd's description of his own philosophy as a 'philosophy of the
idea of law' may well remind his readers of the notion of 'natural law'
which is so important for Aquinas; and it seems pertinent to ask, what relation the two conceptions of law have to one another. Dooyeweerd's main
objection to Thomism, that it attempts to combine two 'ground-motives'
which are essentially incompatible, applies to the Thomist conception of
natural law. But what is essential to this conception - that what it is good
for the creature to do depends on the kind of being that God has created it
to be - seems to me in effect much the same for Dooyeweerd as for the
Thomists. I think that Dooyeweerd would protest that a properly Christian
conception of law should be subordinated explicitly and from the first to
Christian revelation; and he would be quite right to say that this is not the
manner in which Aquinas proceeds. (It is of interest in this connection that
Cornelius van Til makes just the same kind of objection to Dooyeweerd's
preoccupation with law, as tending to usurp the place in Christian thought
which should be occupied by the biblical revelation alone, as Dooyeweerd
makes to Aquinas.)
Throughout his work, Dooyeweerd was concerned with the crisis which
he felt, along with many other twentieth-century thinkers, that Western
civilisation had reached; in his earlier work he saw this in terms of the fragmentation of humanism into various 'isms' - rationalism, socialism, irrationalism, and the rest. But later, after the horrors of the Second World War
and the prodigies of Hitlerism and Stalinism, it was 'historicism' that took
pride of place for him as a source of error and of evil; he describes it as a
'fatal illness' which 'claims that everything is relative and historically
determined, including one's belief in lasting values.'105 There are parallels
here to Lonergan's diagnosis of the insidious effects of the 'general bias'
which prevents the application of unrestricted intelligence and reason to
social and political affairs. 106 Lonergan was also concerned that the preoc-
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cupation with history among modern thinkers should not issue in a selfdestructive historicism; much of his later writing was occupied with the
problem of how to take account of the embeddedness of writers and
thinkers in their historical situation, without being driven into relativism. 107
Thomist views on morality and society are certainly not the same as
Dooyeweerd's; all the same, they may in general be taken as complementary to them, rather than opposed. According to Lonergan, for example,
social progress is to be found so far as people are fully attentive, intelligent,
and reasonable, and act accordingly. Social decline happens when people
exclude relevant evidence, flee from the insights that unfettered intelligence would offer, and judge and decide under the influence of these distortions. This sort of avoidance can be characteristic of individuals and
groups, but also of whole societies. Sigmund Freud and his followers have
shown how the flight from insight can actually lead to mental illness in the
individual; Marx, how it can inform the beliefs and policies of whole classes of people. Thus it may suit the members of a ruling class to believe that
the lower classes would not be capable of appreciating the privileges that
they themselves enjoy; where one race oppresses or enslaves another, this
may be justified by the view that to be lower in the social order than themselves is the 'nature' of the 'inferior' race. Such judgments and policies are
not generally based on intelligent and reasonable assessment of the relevant evidence, but rather on what it suits the ruling race to believe if it is to
retain its privileges with a relatively untroubled conscience. lOR
It seems to me that a Thomist account would corroborate Dooyeweerd's
doctrine of sphere-sovereignty; it is not conducive to the general good if
the State interferes too much in the running of businesses, or in the private
affairs of the family. And Dooyeweerd would admit that the State may
properly intervene when the spheres go beyond their proper limits or fail
grossly to fulfil their functions - for example, to punish child or spousal
abuse, to prevent businesses from raising private armies, and to stop
churches disobeying fire-regulations or cheating on taxes. 109 He would also
presumably agree that the justification of state interference in such cases
ought to depend on the most intelligent and reasonable assessment of all
the available evidence, and resolute resistance to vested interests.
According to Aristotle and other Greek thinkers, the way of virtue is a
matter of imposing some kind of rational order on our desires and passions. For all their differences, Kant and the utilitarians in modern times
can be envisaged as holding a basically similar view. From a point of view
like Lonergan's, Christian faith puts such schemes, and the natural conscience of which they are the expression, on a new footing, but by no
means repudiates them, as most of the early church Fathers saw in the case
of Greek ethical thought/ Io it does not destroy or annul, but fulfils them.
Here as elsewhere, I think Lonergan would say that Dooyeweerd is driven
to deny what seem to be clear cases of mutual relatedness because of his
doctrine of 'ground-motives' and their religious basis. Dooyeweerd would
doubtless reply that Lonergan's position, in common with medieval
scholasticism, grievously underestimates the radical novelty of the
Christian faith, and of its demands upon human beings.
It is true that there is a corrective in Dooyeweerd's scheme to his ten-
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dency to dismiss a priori all thought which is not explicitly Christian, in his
notion of 'common grace.' In accordance with this notion one may affirm,
from a Christian perspective, that some aspects of human thought, action,
and institutional life, can be judged as in accordance with the will of God,
even when they are not explicitly in deference to the revelation of God in
Christ. This notion may be felt to approach quite closely to Thomism, as no
Thomist would deny that to follow 'natural' reason or conscience is itself
impossible without the grace of God. But I think there remains a difference, which can be summarized like this. For Dooyeweerd one cannot
infer, from the existence of 'common grace', that there exists a 'natural' reason or conscience which is intrinsically sound, and which constihltes an
aspect of humanity that is of itself receptive to Christian revelation. Such a
view could only be maintained as a result of some kind of 'immanence philosophy'; but it is, of course, characteristically held by Thomists.

v. Conclusion
I conclude that, at least from the point of view of a transcendental
Thomist, Dooyeweerd's philosophy is as impressive as it is comprehensive,
and a great deal is to be learned from it. I believe that Dooyeweerd is correct, in opposition to many contemporary analytic philosophers, to emphasize the importance for philosophy of our direct experience of ourselves as
conscious subjects. And I find commendable his robust and unashamed
assertion of Christian faith; and his insistence that a thorough and fearless
exercise of reason and conscience are themselves an effect of the grace of
God. He is also surely right to say that philosophers frequently maintain
their positions due to prejudice or sloth, rather than because they can be
shown to be more persuasive than opposed positions on strictly rational
grounds; and thus that argument between divergent philosophical schools
is often merely simulated. Furthermore, I think it is true that some people
are apt to cling with a kind of religious fervour to scientific determinism, or,
in radical opposition to this, to unrestricted human freedom and license.
The most well-founded criticism of Dooyeweerd's philosophy as a
whole, it seems to me, will centre round his conception of 'groundmotives' of a religious origin that at once dominate human thought, and
are in ineluctable opposition to one another. Is it not more plausible to suppose, and does not the history of philosophy confirm, that human thinking
has certain basic features some of which are relatively emphasized, some
relatively neglected, in different eras and among different schools? For
example, empiricists and rationalists respectively stress the roles of experience and reason in getting to know the truth about the world. But why
should there be any essential opposition here? Is it not an attractive feature
of the thought of Aristotle, for example, that, without obvious inconsistency, it gives an essential role to both reason and experience?
In common with other anti-foundationalist philosophies, Dooyeweerd's
thought appears to have at least one consequence which is somewhat disquieting. Such a position might be taken up in favour of any kind of religion which claimed to be divinely revealed, say Islam or some sect thereof.
But if it were, no option would be left but mere assertion and counter-
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assertion by those who accepted the alleged revelation on the one hand,
and those who repudiated it on the other. From a position like that taken in
Aquinas's Summa Contra Gentiles, reasoning on such an issue which does
not assume at the outset that either opposed position is right is always in
principle available, however seldom resorted to in practice. Where such
recourse is believed possible, one may reasonably suppose that mutual
contempt, hatred and violence between the disputing parties is the more
easily avoided. 111
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